Following hard on the heels of the second edition of the Oxford textbook ofpublic health, the 13th edition of another major textbookthe Maxcy-Rosenau-Last Public health and preventive medicine-has recently been published. It is also a massive tome comprising 75 chapters written by 166 authors, many ofwhom are well known experts in their respective fields in North America.
With such a well established textbook, readers expect a traditional approach, and this is indeed what they get. Following a very brief introduction to public health methods, the reader is launched into over 300 densely packed pages covering around 60 communicable diseases-everything from paragonimiasis to AIDS! Each disease is covered systematically with many excellent headings, so that it is possible quickly to home in on the relevant information. I discovered, for example, that the incubation period of Kyasanur Forest disease is 5 to 8 days! There are facts galore for the public health doctor. This is also true in the major section on environmental health, providing coverage of topics such as radiation, water quality, and housing. Occupational health is also included; an interesting chapter on special working groups describes current occupational hazards for women and minority workers. It also discusses the problems of child labour which many might naively imagine had disappeared in developed countries.
Behavioural factors affecting health are dealt with in another part of the book, with emphasis on smoking, alcohol, and drugs. This leads nicely into a major section on chronic diseases. On a more serious note, of the 11 chapters in the book, I found chapter 7, by Professor Newhouse, the most interesting. It describes in detail the RAND Health Insurance Experiment, a remarkable and probably unique attempt to study in an experimental setting the effect of different methods of financing health care on service utilisation and health outcomes. The broad conclusions are almost unsurprising: services are less often used when people have to pay part of the cost of health care; this reduction in usage appears to be mainly confined to inappropriate use. The results relating to health outcomes are less conclusive. In any case the RAND experiment was conducted in such a special setting that the results can hardly be generalised. Another chapter on quality of care provides some fascinating information on the appropriateness of medical care and on the health outcomes of standard procedures in different hospitals. It also addresses the twin issues of the public's role in assessing quality of medical care and its ability to understand and use such information.
The claim that health services research influences policy-a suggestion that appears even in the title of the book-is largely unsubstantiated. Would that it were so. It is rather the case that policy is led by political and economic considerations and influenced by cultural, financial, legislative, and ideological factors. What this book succeeds in doing is to "enlarge the knowledge pool about how the US health care system operates . .".
It also points out how the system might be modified in order to "improve its efficiency and effectiveness", but there is nothing to suggest that policy makers act on these ideas. 
